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Portrait of the ‘New Woman’ in Shobha De’s “Socialite Evenings” 

Abstract 

Patriarchy is believed to have enforced a secondary status to women in society. 
Sexual politics, since time immemorial has thus played a dubious role in ascribing a 
utilitarian identity to woman. Socio-cultural and historical exploitation of women in the guise 
of her mystification as the epitome of love and sacrifice has irked and caused displeasure to 
many feminists who have , through their writings portrayed her journey from a silent sufferer 
to an emancipated woman . This ‘new woman’ is totally in control of her ‘self and is far 
from being subservient. Shobha De is a post-colonial writer who has tried to redefine the 
status of woman in India, especially those who belong to the high society. In this research 
article an attempt has been made to study the travails of the urban woman and her rebellion 
against the male-assigned roles and identities with reference to Shobha De’s debut novel 
‘Socialite Evenings’. 

Keywords: patriarchy, sexual politics, emancipated, subservient, utilitarian identity 
The question of identity, individual space or ‘self has forever been a cause of concern and 
this is because women in a patriarchal society have been perceived as marginalized creatures 
and viewed as appendages to men. Woman has since time immemorial shared a relational 
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identity in a male-dominated society where she has been assigned the role of a wife, a 
daughter, a mother, a sister and a home-maker. Indian society, being patriarchal in nature has 
always placed women in a secondary position. This is evident in the words from 
AnushashanParva which when translated reads as follows: 

All her glorification, all her fulfillment lies in sacrificing her life and happiness for the 
sake of man in different forms— father, husband and the son. 1 

A woman’s individual ‘self has hardly enjoyed any recognition in the patriarchal framework 
of society. Modern women writers have therefore, portrayed their women as individuals 
rebelling against their traditional role, breaking the shackles of exploitation and oppression 
and awakening to a sense of identity to assert their individuality. Issues pertaining to family, 
society, man-woman relationships, gender-bias, have been the concern of most women 
writers and Shobha De is no exception. De, like most feminist writers has chosen to portray 
the image of a ‘new woman’. In doing so, she has artistically delineated her protagonist’s 
search for identity, her undeterred efforts towards self- realization and her desire to define her 
existence through life, growth and experience. The persona of the ‘new woman’ is thus a 
strict departure from the traditional image of a silent, submissive, self-sacrificing, enduring 
woman. She is one who is educated, aware, confident and self-reliant and dares to question 
her position in a male-dominating society. 

Shobha De is one of those contemporary women novelists whose works have placed her on 
great heights of commercial success. Almost all her novels deal with realistic and 
metaphorical portrayal of different aspects of feminine sensibility. De’s novels focus on the 
lives of urban women belonging to the elite class. Through her writings, De voices their 
stresses and strains in a society which is on the path of transition from tradition to modernity. 
While writing about the high class society, she presents shocking truths about women’s 
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persecution and exploitation, marginalization and commoditization thus raising vital 
questions on the identity of women in modem world. 

A model cum journalist, Shobha De made her foray into the world of fiction with her first 
novel Socialite Evenings in the year 1989. The novel unfolds the story of Karuna, a 
prominent socialite in the erstwhile city of Bombay (Mumbai) who tries to escape from the 
nightmare of a broken marriage and failed relationships. Utterly disillusioned with life she 
sets forth in her quest for self. In the words of a prominent feminist S.P Swain, the novel is a 
picture of marginalization of Indian women. 

He further adds that Shobha De, in the novel, 

...expresses the picture of woman not only as protagonist but also as motivating 
factors in society, initiating and regulating their own life as well as the lives of others 
in the voluptuously fascinating world of Bombayites, its enticing glitter and glamour 
enamoring many a Karuna’s to its ensnaring and captivating gossamer 2 (128) 

De’s female characters are modem educated women who have their leanings with the upper 
middle class. They are women of substance, self-sufficient and free-spirited and have a new 
code of ethics like the women of the West. However, though they are a far-cry from the 
women of ancient times, these modem society women are hapless and forsaken creatures who 
crave for identity with a fervent desire in their hearts to reach out for the sky. Socialite 
Evenings is thus the saga of its protagonist’s search for identity and selfhood. This also 
confirms the proposition of Rosalynd Miles who says that the “novel has been and is a prime 
area for acts of definition and self-definition both personal and social” 3 (61). It is the story of 
the ‘new woman’ and her transition from ignorance and innocence to awareness and 
experience. The novel is also a vivid portrayal of the institutions of family and marriage as 
seen in the wealthy classes of urban Indian elite society. De very critically reflects upon the 
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familial and marital relations through the lives of three prominent women from the high class 
society of Bombay. These women find themselves chained in discordant and loveless 
marriages. When they try to break themselves free from the shackles, they realize they have 
no appropriate place to go. 

Socialite Evenings revolves around Karuna, a young woman who was born to traditional 
middle-class parents in a dusty clinic in Satara, a remote village in Maharashtra. After her 
family shifts to Bombay, she befriends Anjali, a prominent socialite. It is in Anjali’s company 
that her entire world changes and she starts dreaming of a career in films. She marries a rich 
businessman but feels trapped in a hollow, loveless marriage because “he was just an average 
Indian husband-unexciting, uninspiring, untutored...” 4 (SE 64-65). Karuna is soon weary of 
her marriage with a man who does not share her interests. Refusing to continue with her 
pregnancy, she aborts her baby only to be shocked to know later that she is not fit to conceive 
again. In her desire for freedom, she breaks her marriage and starts living independently with 
her parents. She ends up being a hollow woman of our modem wasteland. The novel, thus, 
traces the journey of the protagonist Karuna from a gauche middle-class girl to a self- 
sufficient independent woman. 

Shobha De, who shot to fame with her very first literary creation, has endeavored to shatter 
the patriarchal hegemony and raise a voice of protest against male dominance in society. De’s 
‘new woman’ is a deviant from the traditional image of women who are modeled on the 
Vedic or the Pre-Vedic woman. She presents her heroines as assertive women unlike the 
women of ancient times who took pride in being regarded as epitomes of suffering and 
sacrifice. But, though educated and modern, these women also suffer, however not in silence. 
The writer challenges the assumption that the rich urban women enjoy freedom, liberty and 
equal rights. She is not satisfied with their material prosperity but she challenges the deep 
psychology of the male characters that use women as assets and treat them as their property. 
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The writer is upset with the callous attitude of men and hates their stand-offish behavior. The 
two key words ‘equality’ and ‘liberation’ continue to evade these women. De makes 
conscious attempt to probe into the disturbed psyche of the modern Indian women. 

De points out the high-handed attitude of men towards women through the words of her 
chief protagonist Karuna who says, 

We were reduced to being marginal people. Everything that mattered to us was 
trivialized. The message was “you don’t really count, except in the context of my 
priorities.” It was taken for granted that our needs were secondary to theirs. And that 
in some way we ought to be grateful for having a roof over our head and four square 
meals a day (69). 

As a result, the women are prompted to act according to their whims and fancies. 

According to Shantha Krishnaswamy, 

Beauteous, intelligent, economically independent women, however rare and diligent 
they be, find it equally difficult to reach their full potential as human persons as their 
less fortunate sisters 5 (351). 

Socialite Evenings is also a novel of women’s rebellion against the male-assigned roles and 
identities. Women in India have an age-old history of suffering. As long as women are ‘good’ 
and ‘virtuous’ they are deified. But the fact that she remains good and virtuous as long as she 
has the capacity to endure silently and unquestionably the atrocities of the male or the ruling 
patriarch also cannot be overlooked. The moment she refuses to blindly accept and follow the 
imposed order, she becomes the butt of foul indictments, emotional abuse, sentimental 
sacrilege, sexual distortions, submission and subjugation. De as a novelist who is aware of 
the incriminating male chauvinistic attitude, presents her heroines as women breaking the 
constraints of male oppression. She targets the conventional mindset of Indian men, and 
allows her women to challenge the norms which impede their self-evolvement and self- 
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perception in earnest hope that “Men will have to come to terms with woman power” 6 
(Shooting From the Hip 113) someday. 

De’s Socialite Evenings introduces us to a host of women characters and the novel explores 
the inner world of these women characters. It takes us to the hidden or unexplored corners of 
their minds and makes us think. The novel is a reflection upon familial and marital relations. 
The women in Socialite Evenings suffer marginalization at the hands of their husbands, and 
rebel against the conventional image of woman created in society. They come out of the 
closets to establish their identity by breaking away from the stony silence of suffering. In this 
context Helene Cixous’ words are very pertinent. She observes: 

A male privilege can be seen in the opposition between activity and passivity. 
Traditionally, the question of sexual difference is coupled with the same opposition: 
activity/passivity 7 (288). 

Karuna is the protagonist of Socialite Evenings. She is a prominent Bombay socialite, who 
wants to escape into the past from her nightmarish present. So she writes a memoir of her life 
in a linear and flashback style. Born in a traditional middle class family, Karuna who has to 
live through a very conventional upbringing resents the strict attitude of her father. 

Why do you want to go to the cinema? Why can’t you stay at home and improve your 
mind? ... A person must have discipline and regular habits... Lights off at 10 P.M. Up 
at 5.30. No eating between meals. No ‘idle talk’ over the telephone. And no 
‘unnecessary laughter’ (30). 

Her mother had no say in the matters of Karuna and her sisters. Their father had laid down 
strict rules for his daughters. The mother “doesn’t have courage either to protect her daughter 
or challenge her husband.”(12-13) She ends up being a mere custodian of the girls. Karuna’s 
life changes dramatically after her family moves to Bombay. Here she befriends Charlie, who 
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is feisty and free-spirited. She enjoys her freedom, wears sexy outfits and revels in the 
company of boys. Unlike the kind of life Charlie leads, Karuna’s life is more controlled and 
fettered. 

It was like being in the bloody Army... .One daughter shall become a lawyer; one 
daughter shall qualify as a teacher. And one shall be an IAS officer (12). 

K a run a dreams of making a career in modeling and become a glitzy and glamorous socialite 
herself. But her father reminds her that girls from decent families do not take to advertising 
profession as models are considered as prostitutes. Her aspirations, being thwarted, she starts 
looking for satisfaction outside her home. Her hunger and quest “grew greater by the day for 
it was never fed” (15). She ends up being a problematic child both at home and in school. 
Karuna, who is firm in her decision to become a model, assures her father that she would not 
bring disgrace to him. She takes up a modeling assignment with a Delhi- based jewelry shop 
and in doing so, gives us a glimpse of the “New Woman of Independent India” 8 (Mishra 330), 
who is “fearless, bright and eager to participate in work, in play” 9 (Schneider & Schneider 
330). 

De’s Karuna is a woman with a mind of her own. She is extremely clear about her choices 
and tells her mother that she would not like to be treated like a slave. Speaking forthrightly 
about her close friendship with Bunty, she asks her mother, 

What do you think it is that we will do in the darkness that we can’t do during the 
daytime? (22) 

Her mother is shocked to hear such a remark. Karuna desires the lifestyle of a liberated 
woman. She enjoys reading ‘Playboy’ a pom magazine and even brings a copy for her sisters. 
Her sisters are impressed by her guts. Her unabashed use of words like ‘Fuck studies’ is a 
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shock to her sisters. She is not tamed. She watches porn movies and she smokes. She behaves 
exactly like boys do and is rebellious in her attitude much to the discontent of her 
conventional family. The rational Karuna does not get carried away by emotions. Fascinated 
by high class people she desires to lead the life of socialites. She establishes herself as a 
model, makes enough money and plans a virgin trip to foreign lands, free from all strings of 
family or friends. For the very first time she feels “adventurous and liberated” (50). She 
meets a Sindhi man, a complete stranger and loses her virginity on this virgin trip. Under his 
influence, Karuna breaks off her engagement with Bunty, her “loving, affectionate, 
accommodating” (51) boyfriend. 

Karuna’s life undergoes a dramatic change with Anjali’s entry into it. Enamored by her 
beauty and grace, her lissome figure and vivacity and overawed with her career in modeling, 
Karuna dreams of following her footsteps someday. She starts working for her shows and 
even accompanies her to socialite parties. She now intends to travel and see the world. On her 
return from the USA she very sternly and with a firm conviction tells Bunty, her boyfriend, 
“You kn ow -SPACE- I need my own space. I feel claustrophobic. I need to find myself.” 
(55) Karuna’s quest for ‘identity’ begins with her maiden trip to foreign shores, all alone. Her 
‘search’ for ‘self underlies the principle enshrined in the Chhandyogyopnishada which reads 
as EkamGyatemSarvamGyatamBhavati which is very similar to the Chinese proverb, “one 
who knows himself knows others.” 10 (Fergusson 214) Elaborating on her intention behind her 
brave sojourn to unknown lands Karuna rues, “I was going to find out about myself.”(54) 

Karuna entered into a fanciless and fancy-free marriage “pushed by an acceptable male who 
wouldn’t take no for an answer” (58), and unfortunately landed up in an empty, boring and 


meaningless relationship. 
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Karuna’s husband is very authoritative and orthodox. His thoughts about women are 
traditional. His intentional neglect infuriates her. Though she behaves like a “well-trained 
Indian wife” (32), nothing actually changes. Her husband continues to neglect her emotional 
and physical needs. After a year or so her position in her husband’s house and family 
becomes almost insignificant. She confesses, 

My marriage went sour because I had married the wrong man for the wrong reason at 
the wrong time. My husband was not a villain. He was just an average Indian 
husband- unexciting, uninspiring, and untutored (73). 

Lack of trust and understanding between spouses reduces Karuna and women like her to 
“dependent dolls” (69). Also, lamenting on Karuna’s dissatisfaction with her loveless, joyless 
and bridgeless married life, the message that Shobha De tries to convey through the novel is 
akin to P.N Tickoo’s argument. 

Marriage is not all love. The grand edifice of happy married life is based upon 
genuine love, deep respect, gratitude and sense of duty towards others u (72). 

De, through her protagonist Karuna, also raises questions on equality for womankind in the 
existing system of values. She rues, “when will our women be in a position to regulate and 
negotiate sexual intercourse in marriage on their terms?”(28) 

Karuna finally rebels and resolves not to play a maid to him anymore. Karuna doesn’t 
subscribe to the dictum of “silence is the best defense” (180). 

Rather, she very unmitigatingly tells her husband, 

I think our marriage was over the day our honeymoon started. We have got nothing 
going. I don’t love you- never have (184), because of his “smugness and irritating 
mannerism.” (185) and the way he takes for granted. 
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Karuna represents women from high class society and it is perhaps through her tale that De 
wants to throw light upon the all-pervading malady of lack of communication between 
spouses which is widely witnessed in our cosmopolitan towns and cities. Man’s pre¬ 
occupation with status, success and wealth often drives him to loneliness in relationships. 
Also life for women like Karuna is not all about material comforts alone. Though their basic 
needs are fulfilled, yet they remain hungry for their need of self respect, self esteem and 
desire for identity. 

De’s Socialite Evenings is replete with women characters. The novel deals with the journey 
of life of all its female protagonists, their agonies and anxieties, their sufferings and their 
struggle for dignity, self-respect and identity in a male-dominated society. The patriarchal 
framework in society offers no power to women. Though it is true that women have acquired 
social power in the past few decades when compared to older times in history, yet they have 
relatively little of it when compared to the men. In this context, Bharati Patnaik avers - 

De as a feminist writer is resolved to make men realize that women are biologically 
pre-disposed to strength, rationality, intellectual autonomy, and such qualities which 
were not hitherto considered as their prerogative. 12 (23) 

It is common notion that power or identity can be established with means like money, 
profession, assets and property. Empowerment of women in all respect is essential to evade 
subjugation by men. None of the women in the novel have such assets. They depend on their 
husbands for all their needs. Dependency on the men and leading life in illusion blurs their 
vision and makes them ignorant about their identity. However, Karuna being bold, rebellious 
and revolutionary bravely fights against all odds in order to establish her identity. She is 


resolute and takes her own decisions in life. 
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When Karuna’s marriage breaks and she finds herself on the streets, she is frustrated and 
dejected by the sudden turn of events in her life. But she encounters all the problems that 
come along bravely. In fact she engages in a “poor battle of survival” (32) so as to assert her 
identity and existence as human beings and more so as equal to men. She takes up odd jobs, 
earns only a meager income and life becomes a tale of hardships. Karuna had never ever seen 
such a life but these experiences are too trivial to dampen her spirits. She refuses to be cowed 
down by difficulties and odds that shroud her life. This is perhaps her phase of self- 
realization when she learns that a woman has no one to turn to but herself. Exasperating times 
in her life make Karuna search her ‘self, her mind, and her motto and the ways of the world. 

After her first marriage fails, Karuna’s mother urges her to consider marriage again albeit 
with the right man. A traditional woman, the mother believes that when a woman comes off 
age, her actual place is in her husband’s home and not her parents’. But Karuna is firm and 
sure about what she expects from life. Being quite capable of taking care of herself she very 
plainly announces her decision to her mother. 

Karuna now has, as Virginia Woolf says, ‘a room of her own’ and earns equal or rather more 
than a man. She sounds determined and sure when she says - 

I’m at peace with myself. I don’t feel like complicating my life by getting into a 

second marriage. I can’t make any ‘sacrifices’-not now (276). 

With the passage of time, Karuna develops self- confidence. Karuna’s is the portrait of a 
modem, liberated woman, self-assured, courageous, upright, smart and active-someone who 
can scrupulously avoid being indolent and indecisive. She loves herself and she does not care 
for the world and what people think. She is able to liberate herself from the bad cultural 
norms and patriarchal pattern in society. She is in every sense a ‘new woman’. 
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